Simple indices of inflammation as predictors of death from cancer or cardiovascular disease in a prospective cohort after two decades of follow-up.
Previous studies have identified sub-clinical inflammation as a potential factor in the pathogenesis of cancer and cardiovascular disease (CVD) but the possibility that simple, readily measured indices of sub-clinical inflammation might predict both CVD and cancer has not been tested in the context of a single, prospective analysis. To evaluate simply measured indices of inflammation as long-term predictors of death from either cancer or CVD. Prospective open cohort study. A total of 1192 white males received measurements of a range of risk markers including the inflammation indices white blood cell count (WBC), erythrocyte sedimentation rate (ESR) and serum globulin concentrations. Inflammation marker clustering was quantified as a factor-analysis-derived inflammation score and survival time to death from any cancer or CVD was modeled on baseline measures using the Cox proportional hazards model. A total of 1010 participants met inclusion criteria, of whom 94 died of cancer and 67 of CVD. Mean follow-up times among cases and survivors ranged from 18.2-21.9 years. Independently of established risk factors [age, body mass index (BMI), smoking, alcohol and exercise], WBC, ESR and globulin levels were all individually predictive of both cancer (hazard ratio 1.43, P = 0.002; 1.27, P = 0.02; 1.26, P = 0.02, respectively) and CVD mortality (1.29, P = 0.06; 1.43, P = 0.007; 1.50, P = 0.001). The inflammation score predicted both cancer mortality (1.35, P = 0.003) and CVD mortality (1.46, P = 0.002). Risks associated with high inflammation score were equivalent to and independent of smoking cigarettes for cancer or, for CVD, having a serum cholesterol concentration ≥6.2 mmol/l. Simple indices of inflammation predict death from cancer or CVD two decades later as strongly as smoking predicts cancer or cholesterol predicts CVD. Their measurement could contribute to evaluation of both cancer and CVD risk.